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Research Note
Benefits of the “Free Play Room (Yuugi-shitsu)”
for Foreign Children in Kindergarten: 
Toward the Development for Multicultural Early
Childhood Care and Education in Japan
MORI Mari
要約：グローバリゼーションの影響を受け、日本に居住する外国人登録者は増加し、幼児教育保育
の現場への影響も顕著である。こうしたことから、1980年代終わり頃より、多文化幼児教育
の研究と実践の重要性が語られ行われてきた。しかし、その多くが子どもの日本語や日本文
化の習得や適応性に焦点をおくものであった。本稿は、ある幼稚園のオープン・スペースで
ある「遊戯室（ホール）」が、外国籍児にはどのような空間となっているのか自然観察法によ
り調査した。「遊戯室（ホール）」が外国籍児の母語の保持と新しい言語と文化の習得の場で
あることが明らかになり、今後、空間の効用が多文化幼児教育実践の発展へと繋がることが
期待される。
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1. Introduction: Background to and the
Rationale for the Study 
Globalization brings mobility of people and
interaction among cultures (Matsuo, 2007 ; Ryan
& Lobman, 2008).  This is highly true of current
Japanese society (Hiura, 2007).  The statistics
provided by the Ministry of Justice (2008) show
that the countries of origin officially registered
by foreign residents in Japan in 2007 numbered
190, and the population of those foreign resi-
dents accounted for 1.69% of the total Japanese
population.  
The influx of foreigners has brought an
increase of foreign children in early childhood
care and education settings.  Since early child-
hood care and education in Japan (children
before entering elementary school) has not been
compulsory, it is hard to capture the exact num-
ber of children whose parent(s) are registered
as foreign resident(s).  However, the Associa-
tion of Japanese Early Childhood Care (Nippon
Hoiku Kyokai) (2000) reported that about one-
fourth of Hoikuen (day care centers) through-
out Japan had children from foreign countries;
the number of day care centers was approxi-
mately 88.  In addition, according to a commit-
tee member of Japan Federation of Independent
Day-Nurseries (Zenkoku Shiritsu Hoikuen
Rememi), almost no private day nurseries have
only Japanese children (2008).  In other words,
almost no day nursery in Tokyo consists of only
Japanese children.  This situation is similar to
what has happened at Yochien (preschool/
kindergartens) in Japan.   
Affected by the societal changes, children
attending early childhood care and educational
sites have become diverse, representing a range
of linguistic, racial, ethnic, social class, and aca-
demic backgrounds.  The conflicts and chal-
lenges for teachers/caregivers at practical sites
have also grown due to the differences in lan-
guages, and ways of living, such as selection and
consumption of food, customs, concept of time
and space, treatment of sickness, religious prac-
tice, clothing selection, and so on.  Thus, impor-
tance of research and practice on multicultural
education has been grown.  Many researchers
have pointed out the development of multicul-
tural education, especially focusing on the field
of early childhood care and education, since the
1990s (Shibayama, 2005; Hirura, 2007; Mori,
2008).  Among the studies, Hiura (2007) points
out that most studies on multicultural early
childhood care and education in Japan have
been theoretical and internationally-based, and
only a few studies have been conducted in prac-
tical settings.  Moreover, several researchers
point out that most research has focused on how
children whose native languages are not Japan-
ese have adjusted or assimilated to various set-
tings, and how those children have interacted
with Japanese children and/or with teachers
(Kanda, 2006; Hiura, 2007).  Few studies have
been conducted to examine the use of space and
its educational and caring significance on the
maintenance of original cultural backgrounds
and the learning of new cultures.  In other
words, few studies have focused on the ways in
which the space of practical sites may impact on
foreign children, helping them to maintain their
native languages and cultures as well as learn a
new language and culture.
Therefore, this study examined the use of
space in early childhood care and educational
sites, especially focusing on the free play room
(yuugi-shitsu) at kindergarten since it is desig-
nated as a flexible space for children to play
freely as well as for teachers to conduct small
and large group activities.  From the observa-
tions and data collection, I would like to discuss
the possibilities of developing multicultural early
childhood classrooms to guarantee the lan-
guages and cultures of foreign children while
nurturing them to learn Japanese language and
culture. 
2. Theoretical Framework
In this section, I overview and describe the
theoretical framework employed in this
research, focusing on the relationship between
space and the National Curriculum Standards
for Kindergarten and on practices at early child-
hood settings in Reggio Emilia in Italy.
2-1. Use of Space and “the National Cur-
riculum Standards for Kindergarten”
The five basic principles of kindergarten
education clearly stated in the revised National
Curriculum Standards for Kindergarten (2008)
are: 1) emphasis on the importance of play and
kindergarten education practices throughout
the kindergarten environment; 2) guaranteeing
child-initiated activities by teachers when plan-
ning the construction of a kindergarten environ-
ment; 3) reexamination of  objectives and con-
tents of practice to nurture the zest of living
among children; 4) taking into consideration the
continuity of school and kindergarten education;
and 5) promoting service for children and their
families, as well as for the community.  From the
guidelines, we can see that kindergarten educa-
tion should provide rich time and free space for
children to play and learn thoroughly.  In order
to guarantee free play, teachers are expected to
design a free space which allows children to
maximize their potential.  From a brief overview
of the guidelines, I decided to focus on the use
of free space in kindergarten and examine how
it gives play and learning opportunities, espe-
cially to children whose native language and cul-
ture are not Japanese.
2-2. Significance of Space in the Early
Childhood Care and Education
The significance of space in early childhood
settings has been highlighted in the practice of
early childhood care and education in Reggio
Emilia city in northern Italy.  The city has
gained a high reputation for extraordinary prac-
tice among practitioners and researchers
throughout the world (Dahlberg, & Moss, 2006).
Among the distinct characteristics of practice at
Reggio Emilia, use of space has been discussed
in order for children to be attentive, to be
empowered, and to maximize their potential.
Loris Malaguzzi, an educational philosopher and
educator who laid the foundations of practice of
Reggio Emilia, defined space as a “third educa-
tor” (Rinaldi, 2006. p. 77), giving a good indica-
tion of the levels of awareness for highly
achieved practice.  According to Malaguzzi, the
use of space is the key for children to gain
knowledge of existing culture and society as
well as to establish their true creativity.  This
means that the use of space may turn the
kindergarten into a place for transmission and
reproduction as well as transformation and new
production. Interestingly, as a success of
Malaguzzi, Rinaldi (2006) evaluates highly the
use of Japanese space, noting the symbolic,
metaphorical, soft, sensory, changeable, wel-
coming and appropriately-sized qualities which
seems to characterize space according to Japan-
ese tradition (p. 86).  Reflecting along the lines
of Rinaldi, free play space at kindergarten may
allow children to develop empowerment and
creativity.
Moreover, this kind of flexibility of space
may allow children to learn from each other.
This is highly interrelated to Vygotsky’s theory,
which identifies the “zone of proximal develop-
ment” defined as the difference between what
children can accomplish on their own and what
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they can do with the help of another – in other
words, the difference between the actual and
potential level of development (Vygotsky, 1962,
1978).  Thus, more knowledgeable and creative
children may raise their level of learning collabo-
ratively.  The use of free play space may allow
children to share and hold the knowledge and
skills of their acquired language and culture, and
to participate in learning a new language and
culture.    
3. Description of the Research Site (N-
Kindergarten), Participants, and
Procedures
In this section, I describe the overview the
research. That is, I explain the method of study,
including the research setting, participants
(children), and procedure (data collection and
data analysis).   
3-1. Setting (N-Kindergarten) and Focused
Child 
This study was conducted in the free play
room (yuugi-shistu)” of N-kindergarten located
in S-ward, Tokyo, an urban area well known for
the high proportion of residents of foreign
nationality: its residents comprise 108 countries
of origin, and about 10.1% of the total popula-
tion are foreign residents (Hara, 2008).  N-
kindergarten is a public kindergarten serving
children from 3 through 5 years old and
attached to N-elementary school.  Although the
free play room (yuugi-shistu)” is an open space
for all children, the room is mainly occupied by
children of “Sky classroom,” a classroom for 5-
year-olds.  Sky classroom consists of a teacher
(Ms. Y, having 4 years of experience after gradu-
ating from a 4-year college with the first-class
license of a kindergarten teacher) and 25 chil-
dren. When data were collected, it was found
that 8 of them were of Korean origin and one
was of Filipino cultural background.  The dura-
tion of stay in Japan among the Korean children
was about from 2 weeks to 4 years when the
study was taken place. 
After consultation with Ms. K (head teacher
among teachers), Sook was selected as the focus
child of this study.  Sook was born in Korea. Due
to her father’s business assignment, she moved
to Japan at age 4 with her father, mother, and
elder brother, a four-grader at N-elementary
school.  At home, Sook speaks Korean.  Accord-
ing to Ms. K and Ms. Y., Sook began N-kinder-
garten as a silent, watchful observer, and rarely
spoke Japanese during her first year at the
kindergarten although teachers felt that she
understood Japanese.  She mainly stays with her
Korean peers, Min and June at kindergartrn.
3-2. Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected from April to September
2008 through naturalistic observation of the free
play room (yuugi-shitsu).  Observations were
taken place during morning hours (approxi-
mately 3 hours per day).  The total number of
observations was 11.  Each observation was
recorded in running notes, which the author
expanded into a detailed transcript. The goal
was to find emergent themes from the data as
soon as possible, within a day of the observation.  
Collected data were coded and analyzed for
emergent topics in a qualitative way.  I
employed the qualitative methodology because
it permits a more in-depth look into the com-
plexities of classroom interactions (Merriam,
2001; Recchia, 2008).   
3-3. Delimitations and Limitations of the
Study 
When conducting a study, delimitations and
limitations exist.  The delimitation is to “clarify
the boundaries of your study” (Bloomberg, &
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Volpe, 2008. p.78).  In this study, I  focused on
observing how the free play room plays a role
for a Korean child whose native language and
culture is not Japanese to maintain her cultural
identity and to learn Japanese language and cul-
ture.  Therefore, I did not collect data about the
usage of other space in N-kindergarten.  In addi-
tion, although I did not understand Korean lan-
guage at all, I[YK1] did not ask a Korean inter-
preter to be present at the observational site
due to avoid influencing behavior and use of lan-
guage among Korean children.  This delimitation
may become a limitation of the study since the
author could not capture what the Korean chil-
dren were talking about. This condition might
weaken the study.  In addition, I[YK2] do not
conduct any interview or hearing from Sook’s
parents or teachers.  This might influence the
relationship between the use of Korean language
and behavior at N-kindergarten.    
4. Findings: Use of Free Play Room 
Three emergent topics were noted through
the observations.
4-1. Emergent Topic 1: The free play room
functions to maintain and reproduce
Korean language and culture 
During the observations of free play time
(approximately 2 hours a day in the morning),
Sook (S) accompanied Min (M) in constructing
their own house in the free play space, bringing
plates, chairs, tables, dolls, aprons, dresses, and
so on.  Then, another Korean girl June (J)
joined.  They spoke mainly in Korean.
[Housekeeping play]
4-2. Emergent Topic 2: The free play room
is a place for Korean children to learn
Japanese culture spontaneously 
On rainy days, the free play room is trans-
formed into a small playground for the children.
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S:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile, and
standing up to look over the classroom)
M:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile)
S:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (looking at M,
and having eye contact with M)
M:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)”  (pointing to the
plates)
S:  “koko ni oite oite (place them here)”
(smile)
M:  “hai, hai, koko desu ne (OK, here,
right?)” (holding plates and placing them
on the table )
J:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile)
S & M:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile back
to J)
J:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (starting to put
plates and cups besides S’s and M’s)
M:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile, and then
laughing and making sounds)
S:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile, holding
M’s hands)
M  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile)
Teacher:  “Okataduke desuyo (it’s time to
put things away)” (to children in the free
play room)
S & M:  “ ・・・・ (in Korean)” (smile,
standing up and starting to put things
away
J:  (does not speak in any language, stands
up, and follows S and M)
(May 2, 2008)
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Four Japanese boys (R, Y, K, and O), two Japan-
ese girls (Sa and Ma), one Korean boy (Jo) and
Sook and Min played baseball.  They divided into
two teams (White and Blue) at the beginning of
the game. However, as the game progressed, the
teams announced their names as “Yomiuri
Giants” and “Hanshin Tigers.” The language
spoken during this time was Japanese.  Sook and
Min proclaimed “Hanshin Tigers” in Japanese,
even though no one asked them to respond in
Japanese. 
[Playing baseball]
4-3. Emergent Topic 3: “Free play room” is
a place to experience Japanese culture
formally
Birthday parties are held every month at N-
kindergarten.  All children of the kindergarten
gather in the free play room, and parents of the
children who have birthdays in the given month
are invited to join the celebration. The children
are seated on chairs in the designated place.
The procedure is well planned, and carried out
by the assigned teacher (MC of the month).
The entire procedure takes place in Japanese,
and no Korean language is used by the teacher.
Only if a birthday child does not understand
Japanese, the child’s mother or a Korean child
who understands both Japanese and Korean
helps.
[Birthday party]
R:  “ore Yomiuri Giants ni shiyoutto (Now
I will become and call myself a member of
Yomiuri Giants).”
Y:  “ore mo (me, too)”
O: ”jyaa ore Hanshin Tigers ni shiyotto
(OK, I will become and call myself a
member of Hanshin Tigers).”
The game is proceeding.
S:  (facing Sa) “nee, anata Yomiuri Giants?
(Hey, are you a member of Yomiuri
Giants?).
Sa:  (no response)
S:  (looking into Sa’s eyes) “nee, anata
Yomiuri Giants? (hey, are you a mem-
ber of Yomiuri Giants?) Watashi Han-
shin Tigers. (I am a member of Hanshin
Tigers.)
Shiro dakara Giants. (You are in the
White team, so you are Yomiuri Giants.)”
M: (walking to S) “nee watashi Hanshin
Tigers? (hey, am I a member of Tigers?)”
S: (Looking at M) “sou, sou (yes, yes)” (nod-
ding)
(May 2, 2008)
In June, when the birthday party was
held, Sook sat next to the Japanese boys,
Ryu and Hiro.  During the party, Sook hardly
spoke a word, either in Korean or Japanese.
When Ms. Y, the teacher, announced they
would sing songs, Sook sang in Japanese.
Sook observed the procedure of the party.
(June 20, 2008)
5. Discussion and Implication: Use of
the Free Space to Develop Multicul-
tural Education
This study focused on the use of the free
play room. The findings of the study suggest
that the free play room provides a space in
which Korean children, especially Sook, can
maintain her language as well as learn Japanese
language and culture.  Overall, the findings indi-
cate that young children have the ability to read
contextual appropriateness, such as in language
and behavior, and to use their knowledge and
skills to meet the needs of the context.  
In this section, I discuss the benefits of the
free play room.  First, the flexibility of the free
play room empowers foreign children to express
themselves with ease and to guarantee their cul-
tural identities.  As the “Emergent Topic 1” indi-
cates, not only Sook, but also Min and June,
spoke Korean without showing any hesitation.
Since various kinds of play took place in the free
play room, Japanese peers also played in the
area.  However, no Japanese children nor Ms. Y,
the classroom teacher, asked the Korean girls to
speak in Japanese. The revised National Cur-
riculum Standards for Kindergarten (2008)
emphasized the importance of play in guaran-
teeing child-initiated activities, and in the free
play room, the Korean children were able to ini-
tiate play by using their native language. More-
over, as Rinaldi mentioned in the characteristics
of Japanese space, the free play room surely
gives the Korean girls the feeling of a welcoming
and soft atmosphere, empowering them to play
while maintaining their native language and cul-
tural identity.
Secondly, the free play room gives foreign
children a space in which they can learn a new
language and culture both informally and for-
mally.  The “Emergent Topic 2” shows that
Korean children learn and enhance their knowl-
edge and skills in Japanese language and culture
through play (in this case, through baseball).
Sook used Japanese, as did Min. Even their con-
versation took place in Korean. This shows that
the learning took place in what Vygotsky theo-
rized as the “zone of proximal development.”
Moreover, the “Emergent Topic 3” also shows
that Sook learned how to behave as a Japanese
child in the formal setting of free play room. She
observed and listened carefully in that environ-
ment, and understood the appropriateness of
which language to use.  This reminds me of chil-
dren’s ability to switch languages with a change
in speakers or activity (Genishi, 1981). Use of
the native language becomes an expedient con-
versational tool for negotiating space and mate-
rials and for verifying comprehension. (Meyer,
Klein, & Genishi, 1994).  
From this study, the continued use of their
native language (in this case, Korean language)
did not deter foreign children from learning
Japanese. Nor was it an obstacle for interacting
with other children and the teacher in Japanese.
Rather, guaranteeing that children can express
freely who they are and with what they bring
with to practical settings empowers children and
enhances their learning.  This may be true not
only for foreign children, but for all children.
Since Japanese society, including early child-
hood care and educational settings, is becoming
more diverse, representing a range of linguistic,
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racial, ethnic, social class, and academic back-
grounds, the use of the free play room may play
a significant role in helping children to feel at
home, as well as in challenging them to learn
new things and grow.  Although there is no one
right answer for the development of multicultur-
al education, I believe that guaranteeing a place
for including everyone is a core value of multi-
cultural education. 
Notes:
• I would like to thank the principal, Mr. K., and
teachers at N-kindergarten for permitting her
to be present and to collect the data.  
• All names and places are pseudonyms.
• Japanese words related to early childhood care
and education that are difficult to translate
into English are expressed in italic characters. 
• I would like to thank to Dr. Patricia Sippel for
proof – reading and encouragement.
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